Final Exam 


American Government 


Part I: Short Answer 

1. The system of checks and balances is meant to ensure that the different 
branches of government, as well as the two houses of Congress and the national and the 
state governments, can check each other in the exercise of power, thereby guaranteeing 
the diffusion of governmental power and the protection of the people's rights and 
liberties. Examples of constitutional checks and balances include the executive veto of 
legislative bills, the legislative override of the executive veto, the required Senate 
confirmation of presidential appointments to the Supreme Court, and judicial review. 
Basically, under the system of checks and balances the powers of the three branches of 
government are partially blended, enabling each branch to guard against usurpations of 
power by the others. However, in order for this system to work, there needs to be an 
agreement and compromise between the legislative, executive and judicial branches of 
government, otherwise it encourages stalemate. For example, after the majority of 
Congress had passed the Affordable Care Act, and the president had signed it into law, 
the system of checks and balances enabled the House of Representatives to stand in the 
way of its effective implementation. The Conservative Republicans used the system to 
bring the healthcare bill back on the agenda by refusing to pass the omnibus budget bill 
for 2014. When it comes to recent developments in national security, the breakdown of 
this system can be seen in the NSA spying scandal and the PATRIOT act, both of which 
are clearly unconstitutional, and yet, neither branch bothered to check the other. The 


Fourth Amendment in the Constitution's Bill of Rights requires "probable cause" that a 


crime has been committed for the government to have the authority to search and seize a 
citizen's property, and it makes no exemption for national security. However we have 
seen the courts allow Congress to pass laws, and the executive branch to executive them, 
which clearly contradict this. 

2. Private and corporate sector should have no place in economic policy decisions 
because they are not, nor should they expected to be, responsible for the economic 
welfare of the country. No sector that exists with the purpose of making profit should 
have a say in economic policy precisely for that reason. As John T. Harvey says: “Profit 
is the realm of business, while unprofitable but socially useful tasks is the responsibility 
of government.” The purpose of the government should be to limit concentrations of 
power and address many of the social problems associated with unchecked private 
commercial interests. The consumers and producers might be the ones making the 
decisions that mold the economy, but it is the government that is entrusted with adjusting 
spending and tax rates, managing the money supply and controlling the use of credit, 
economic regulation, protecting the public's health and safety, as well as maintaining a 
clean and healthy work environment. This is why the privatization of public services has 
become such an issue, because it reinforces a purely capitalist system in which a small 
group of people who control large amounts of money would be making the most 
important economic decisions. To simplify, letting private and corporate sector make the 
economic policy for United States would be like letting the fox guard the henhouse. The 
economic policy should be controlled by the government because the government would 


put the economic stability of the nation ahead of profits. This is why the so-called 


socialist economies are so unpopular, because they feature greater control by government, 
which some see as a threat to the free market. However, if our elected representatives are 
more interested in profits than the welfare of the nation, we find such examples as the 
federal government edging away from tax policies that seek to favor lower-income 
families at the expense of wealthier ones, and cutting spending on a number of domestic 
social programs intended to help the disadvantaged. 

Part II: Long Essay Question 

Five most important concerns facing American government today are the political 
polarization, the competitiveness of media, money in politics, current state of Congress 
both in the nature of its members and the election process, and climate change. 

Political polarization is not new to this country. As James Q. Wilson said, “It is 
hard to imagine a society more divided than our was in 1800, when pro-British, 
pro-commerce New Englanders supported John Adams for the presidency while 
pro-French, pro-agriculture Southerners backed Thomas Jefferson.” Today, according to 
Pew Research, “The “median,” or typical, Republican is now more conservative than 
94% of Democrats, compared with 70% twenty years ago. And the median Democrat is 
more liberal than 92% of Republicans, up from 64%.” This can also be seen in the 
elimination of moderate Democrats and Republicans from the current electorate. As 
Lincoln Chafee said in the first Democratic debate, “The party left me. There was no 
room for a liberal moderate Republican in that party.” Wilson gives a few reasons as to 
why polarization grew in U.S., such as the changing politics of Congress, mass media, 


and the rise of interest groups among the top few. However, perhaps the most obvious 


reason is apathy. The political center has become disengaged, ceding the playing field to 
the most ideological Americans. The only way to remedy this would be a push for more 
thorough American Government education in public schools. Classes such as Algebra, 
English and History are already mandatory, we simply need to include Government 
studies as a requirement. 

Prior says that “People’s increasing ability to customize their political information 
will have a polarizing impact on democracy as media users become less likely to 
encounter information that challenges their partisan viewership.” The Fairness Doctrine 
was formally adopted as an FCC rule in 1949 and repealed in 1987 by Ronald Reagan’s 
pro-broadcaster FCC. It had two basic elements: It required broadcasters to devote some 
of their airtime to discussing controversial matters of public interest, and to air 
contrasting views regarding those matters. It basically ensured that each viewer had an 
access to both sides of an argument. Today, without this regulation, each media outlet is 
responsible only to its viewing base and its sponsors, and if the viewing base and the 
sponsors are conservative, the media outlet will only air conservative views. If this were 
the only issue, fixing it would be as easy as reinstating the Fairness Doctrine. However, 
the increasing media choices now ensure that those who are only interested in 
entertainment, never have to come in contact with politics. As Prior says, “Inequality in 
political knowledge and turnout increases as a result of voluntary, not circumstantial, 
consumption decisions.” The attempts of news media to remedy this issue can be seen in 
the increasing attempts to make news entertaining, but all this has accomplished is to 


place emotionality over reason, forcing politicians to take on a mantle of celebrities 


instead of intelligent leaders. There is no clear answer to remedy this issue, except to 
perhaps continuously stress the importance of early education in the matters of politics 
and government. As Prior said, even the accidental exposure can result in basic political 
knowledge, so making a conscious choice to devote a few minutes of ones day to news 
could go a long way. 

House Campaign Expenditures for Major Party General Election Candidates in in 
2014 was 821,147,478 dollars. However in 1974, that number was only 44,051,125 
dollars. Our Campaign Expenditure is twenty times greater today that it was forty years 
ago, and many would say that in the course of forty years, the overall cost of housing, 
food, and all other necessities has increased in equal fashion. However, the value of the 
dollar was only five times greater in 2014 than it was in 1974. If we were to follow the 
normal inflation of the dollar for that period of time, today’s campaign expenditure 
should be no greater than 200,000 dollars. On an unrelated side note, that same inflation 
shows that the minimum wage today should be 10.00 dollars per hour. Today, the amount 
of money funneled into campaign spending has passed the types of numbers which can 
hold any meaning to an ordinary, middle-class family. One of the obvious reasons for this 
type of excessive spending is the media insistence in creating an entertainment alternative 
to political processes where political figures are forced to compete for air-time and more 
elaborate promotional programs than their competitors. The Citizens United decision has 
had further negative impact on the political process because, as Bai says, the candidates 
have become the vehicles of angry outsiders, and "don't really have controls of their 


campaigns any more." The Supreme Court decision to strike down a decades-old cap on 


the total amount any individual can contribute to federal candidates in a two-year election 
cycle in 2014 has only ensured that a campaign process is even further removed from 
candidates having to serve the people. Without a cap on individual contributions, 
candidates only have to serve the individual or individuals who contribute the most. In 
2014, in the battle for the Senate, 42 extremely wealthy donors accounted for nearly a 
third of all super PAC spending. As Bill Moyers says, “Whatever one’s political 
philosophy may be, the fact is: wealthy donors are now able to drown out your voice.” 
Some ways to remedy this would be to amend the constitution, promote grassroots 
contributions and public financing, and petition The Securities and Exchange 
Commission to issue a rule requiring publicly traded corporations to disclose their 
political spending. Furthermore, if Bernie Sanders were to win the presidency with no 
super PACs and a median donation of $30.00, this would go a long way towards 
promoting the idea that million dollar checks from individual contributors are not 
necessary to win an election. 

The constitution states that Members of the Senate may serve unlimited six-year 
terms and members of the House may serve unlimited two-year terms. However, no term 
limits were mentioned and it is reasonable to assume that if Congress did not do its duty 
to the people, the outcome would be that they would not get re-elected. Not only has this 
shown not to be the case, but many Congressmen had also turned their service into a 
career as a result. Since they continue taking donations throughout their terms, their 
campaign contributions are such that any challenger would find it hard to raise the same 


amount of donations. A Gallup poll from 2013 found that 75 percent of Americans 


support limiting the number of terms that a member of Congress can serve. However, 
term limits don’t have traction in Congress because the wishes of the public are at odds 
with the self-interest of individual members of Congress. Ron DeSantis, a Republican 
who represents Florida's 6th District suggests gradual implementation, where "members 
of Congress retire and/or are defeated for reelection, [and] succeeding members would be 
term limited." In 2007, Professor Larry J. Sabato put forth the idea of congressional term 
limits and suggested a national constitutional convention be used to accomplish the 
amendment, since the Congress would be unlikely to propose and adopt any amendment 
that limits its own power. Either way, as long as the same representatives are being 
elected on the contributions accumulated over decades of holding the same position, there 
is little hope for change in Congress. 

In July 2008, Al Gore called climate change a more dangerous threat than 
terrorism: “I think that the climate crisis is, by far, the most serious threat we have ever 
faced.” In a September address at the United Nations Climate Summit, President Obama 
said, “For all the immediate challenges that we gather to address this week—terrorism, 
instability, inequality, disease — there’s one issue that will define the contours of this 
century more dramatically than any other, and that is the urgent and growing threat of a 
changing climate.” The facts are hard to ignore. Global sea level rose about 6.7 inches in 
the last century. The rate in the last decade, however, is nearly double that of the last 
century. Greenland lost 36 to 60 cubic miles of ice per year between 2002 and 2006. 
Antarctica lost about 36 cubic miles of ice between 2002 and 2005. The number of record 


high temperature events in the United States has been increasing, while the number of 


record low temperature events has been decreasing, since 1950. The oceans have 
absorbed much of this increased heat, with the top 2,300 feet of ocean showing warming 
of 0.302 degrees Fahrenheit since 1969. Since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, 
the acidity of surface ocean waters has increased by about 30 percent. The amount of 
carbon dioxide absorbed by the upper layer of the oceans is increasing by about 2 billion 
tons per year. Multiple studies published in peer-reviewed scientific journals show that 97 
percent or more of actively publishing climate scientists agree: Climate-warming trends 
over the past century are very likely due to human activities. At the same time over 56 
percent of congressional Republicans deny or question the science, all because 170 
elected representatives in the 114th Congress have taken over $63.8 million from the 
fossil fuel industry that’s driving the carbon emissions which cause climate change. This 
sort of denial in the face of scientific facts for the sake of receiving funds is probably the 
greatest threat to the democratic system because it is a clear example of money having 
greater importance than the welfare of the entire country. This past Saturday night, 
representatives of 195 nations reached a landmark accord that will, for the first time, 
commit nearly every country to lowering planet-warming greenhouse gas emissions to 
help stave off the most drastic effects of climate change. This deal could trigger a 
fundamental shift away from investment in coal, oil and gas as primary energy sources 
toward zero-carbon energy sources like wind, solar and nuclear power. However, if we do 
not set a limit for campaign finance, do not institute term limits so funding does not 
consistently flow from oil companies to the same representatives, and do not educate the 


public on the current functioning of the government and politics, we may see the 


downfall of our democratic government accelerate with the same speed that the climate 


change has so far. 


